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Abstract
Driven by the impact of global poverty, large numbers of
documented and undocumented workers from Eastern Europe, Asia,
and Africa have migrated to countries in the Middle East. Many of
these migrant workers are Pentecostals. The article provides a survey
of Pentecostalism in the Middle East and reports on the findings of
ethnographic research on transnational Pentecostals in the Levant
and the Arabian Peninsula. Compelled by the pressures of
globalization, these migrants find better economic prospects as
contract workers than they could as free laborers in their home
countries. Transnational Pentecostals in the Middle East derive
spiritual, social, economic, and political benefits from their churches.
Church members help new arrivals find housing and work, explain
the bus routes, teach housecleaning skills, and share tips about wages,
hours, and work conditions. These churches afford migrant workers
with support, community, and agency, functioning as a means of
resisting domination by oppressive local employers. Pentecostal
churches have created a safe space for migrant workers, creating a
counterculture of mutual support and empowering their members to
navigate the underground world of undocumented workers.

Introduction
Driven by the impact of global poverty, large numbers of documented and
undocumented workers from South Asia and Africa have migrated to countries in
the Middle East.2 The highest share of the migrant population is located in the
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Middle East. Many of these workers are Pentecostals. Migrants tend to alter the
religious makeup of the countries in which they settle and construct new forms of
transnational family life with global chains of care. The article will provide an
overview of Pentecostal evangelization in the Middle East and report on the
findings of ethnographic research on transnational Pentecostals in the Maghreb, the
Levant, and the Arabian Peninsula.

Global Poverty and Transnational Migration
Today we are witnessing a heightened consciousness concerning transnational
migration as a driving force of globalization. Transnational migration has increased
exponentially in response to the pressures of global poverty. 3 As a means of
escaping poverty, millions in the Global South are migrating to wealthier nations in
search of more gainful employment as domestic workers.
According to Diana Myers, global economic forces in countries with a large
deficit of decent work force people to choose between staying in place with every
expectation that deprivation will worsen over time, or, opting for transnational
migration despite its attendant risks in the hope of gaining a secure livelihood.
Myers holds that globalization like its colonial antecedents condemns people to
severe lifelong poverty. 4 Extremely poor people migrate out of desperation. In their
study of migration from Egypt and Ghana, Rachel Sabates-Wheeler, Ricardo
Sabates, and Adriana Castaldo found that for the poor in these countries migration
was an effective strategy for mitigating or escaping poverty.5 Yet severe poverty is
not the only reason why people migrate from Large Deficit of Decent Work
(LDDW) countries. Few would migrate if it were not for demand for certain types
of labor in destination nations.
Migration research has demonstrated that migration involves inherent
tensions. On the one hand, migration can be seen as an expression of agency.
Migration decisions, choice of destination, adaptation and incorporation, and
transnational relations are linked with family ties and bonds. Migrants bring higher
income and more opportunities. Migration is often grounded in one’s sense of
responsibility to the family. Migration scholars observe the emergence of a new
transnational form of family life. They define transnational family life as social
reproduction across borders. Transnational families live separated from each other
much of the time, yet remain together united by collective welfare and unity, a
process termed “familyhood across national borders.” On the other hand,
migration can also lead to disconnection. Family separation can lead to disruption,
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and emotional and psychological costs for children, spouses, and the elderly,
causing a plethora of social problems and breakdown of social norms. In the place
of an absent mother or father, someone has to fill the gap. Fathers rarely take over
child-rearing responsibilities when mothers migrate. Instead, other family relatives
often step in to address the care deficit.
There is little doubt that voluntary migration from a poor to a rich country
almost always benefits the individual migrant, who may easily find himself or
herself earning in an hour what he or she earned in a day in the country of
origin. International migrants typically send remittances to family members in their
country of origin. Nonetheless, many experts believe that labor migration does not
significantly improve the development prospects of the country of origin. Far from
being productive, remittances may increase inequality, encourage consumption of
imports, and create dependency. They are often delivered with stunning
inefficiency; as much as 20 percent of their value is said to disappear, commonly
through high transfer fees and poor exchange rate offerings. Source countries have
had great difficulty in converting remittance income into sustainable productive
capacity. Remittances may not constitute a rising tide that raises all boats, but they
do have a very important effect on the standard of living of the households that
receive them, constituting a significant portion of household income. They are an
important social safety net for poor families, possibly reducing additional outmigration in particularly difficult times.
According to the International Labor Organization (ILO), there are 11.5
million migrant domestic workers in the world. Most of these workers are
transnational migrants occupied with household labor. Domestic work includes a
wide range of jobs typically dominated by men, such as gardeners, drivers, and
security guards. However, the majority of migrant domestic workers are women,
leading scholars to characterize this phenomenon as the “feminization of
migration.” In the Arab States, six in ten women are employed as migrant domestic
workers. Labor migration and domestic work are intimately tied in the Arab states,
which host 17.6 million migrant workers, representing 35.6 percent of all workers
in the region. 6
Normally there are three ways in which domestic workers migrate to the
Middle East: (1) via connections with relatives and friends; (2) through recruitment
agents; and (3) as refugees smuggled by boat. In the absence of a livable wage in
their countries of origin, migrants come seeking job opportunities abroad. Since the
1970s the employment of foreign women as domestic workers has rapidly grown,
first in the oil-rich Gulf States and later among the new middle class in Lebanon,
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Jordan, and Yemen. As indigenous Arab women enter the workplace, the need for
domestic help has been met through migrant workers. In the Middle East migrant
women face a number of restrictions. Migrants cannot work and reside legally
without having a “sponsor” (kafil), who is in most cases their employer. In most
cases migrant domestic workers are required to reside in the house of their
sponsor/employer. The drawback is that the home is considered the private sphere,
not covered by local labor law. They may be confined to homes in which they
work, have their passports confiscated, their residency status downgraded, and
suffer harsh treatment such as no day off or sexual harassment. In return they hope
to acquire sufficient money with prospects of a better standard of living. In many
cases the harsh treatment impels a worker to escape and find work on her own as a
freelancer without a contract. Legally, migrants in the Middle East cannot work as
freelancers and if they are caught they face detention and a hefty departure fee.
Despite the risks, a large proportion of the migrant workers in the Middle East have
opted for freelancing.
From the point of view of migrant domestic workers, being legal is not seen as
a great advantage. The move toward freelancing needs to be seen in terms of the
context in which being legal entails limited agency and burdensome obligations.
Freelancers benefit materially from freedom of movement. They can exercise agency
in finding access to networks of friends, educational opportunities for language
acquisition, financial resources, means of communication, and support of a church
community. Such networks are a dominant feature of Pentecostal evangelization in
the Middle East, to which we now turn.

Pentecostal Evangelization in the Middle East
The presence of Pentecostalism in the Middle East is significant, among other
reasons, because this region includes the lands of the Bible. The beneficiary nations
listed in Acts 2 include residents of two countries in North Africa—Egypt and
Libya—as well as Arabs (Acts 2:9, 11). Although the earliest Christians might not
have used the expression “Pentecostal,” they perpetuated the dynamic of the
Christian Pentecost as the source of the growth and empowerment of the church. 7
The primary stimulus of the growth of Pentecostalism today is to be found in its
recipients’ experiences of the Holy Spirit, resulting in a capacity for cross-cultural
transmission and cross-cultural transplantation, a phenomenon that Lamin Sanneh
calls the “translatability of the gospel.”8
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We can distinguish at least two categories of Pentecostalism in this region:
indigenous Pentecostal groups that operate under a veil of secrecy due to constraints
imposed by Islam, and those founded as branches of Pentecostal groups from
abroad. The indigenous Pentecostal groups are largely constituted as house churches
and do not hold publicly announced meetings. Those planted by missionaries and
expatriates include the Assemblies of God, the Church of God (Cleveland), the
Foursquare Gospel Church, the Full Gospel Businessmen’s Fellowship
International, YWAM (Youth with a Mission), and Christ for All Nations.
Churches in the former group are typically independent and hardly ever rely on
external assistance, while many groups in the latter category rely on outside funds,
literature, and sometimes personnel from mission headquarters in the West. The
indigenous Pentecostal groups have embarked on their own mission activities,
planting branches in host countries and in other parts of the world by means of a
reverse mission process.
Albeit in relatively small numbers, people in the Middle East are attracted to
become Pentecostals by two common features, namely, emphasis on a personal
religious experience of spiritual rebirth and manifestations of charismatic gifts such
as speaking in tongues, prophecy, healing, and miracles. Most Pentecostal groups
emphasize “holiness” (moral purity). Across the board, they are intensely interested
in religious experience rather than in ritual or formal liturgy. Pentecostals in this
region as elsewhere are noted for preaching a “prosperity gospel.” Some have
assimilated prosperity ideas from North American Pentecostalism. Yet, the
commitment to the gospel of prosperity fits in well with values of indigenous
cultures, where talismans such as the evil eye are displayed in plain sight to ensure
prosperity, health, and protection from malevolent spiritual forces. Expatriate
African Initiated Christian groups, such as the prophetic churches, have expanded
in the Middle East as part of the new African Diaspora. These Pentecostal groups
attract people because they are seen to be helping people in their everyday lives.
Modern Pentecostalism was introduced to the Middle East by missionaries
associated with classical Pentecostalism. 9 According to Michael Wilkinson,
“Pentecostal mission work is animated by a pneumatology that emphasizes the
calling and empowering of the Spirit, the ongoing leading of the Spirit, and signs
and wonders to authenticate the work of the Spirit.”10 As with other Western
missionaries, Pentecostals in North Africa and West Asia largely failed to gain
adherents from non-Christian peoples and gained most of their converts by
proselytizing Orthodox and Catholic Christian communities rather than by
evangelizing non-Christians. Even today leaders of the historic indigenous churches
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of the Middle East express resentment toward Pentecostals and Evangelicals for
weakening their communities against Islam. At present there is no formal
cooperation between the Middle East Council of Churches and any Pentecostal
body in this region of the world. 11
Pentecostalism came to the Arabian Peninsula later than to the Maghreb and
the Levant. Currently, the presence of Pentecostalism in the region has increased
due to economic migration related to globalization. Many countries in this region,
especially the Persian Gulf countries, have great wealth from oil but acute labor
shortages, which they have met by means of foreign workers. Transient migrant
workers make up two-thirds of the labor force in these countries. South Asians
constitute the largest non-Arab expatriate community in the Gulf States.
Temporary migrants are accorded no political representation. Their wages are less
than their Western or Arab counterparts. Compelled by the pressures of
globalization, these migrants find better economic prospects as contract workers
than they would as free laborers in their home countries. In the 1960s and 1970s
multiple Christian congregations were established in several Gulf States, primarily
in urban centers. The rulers of the Gulf States have been very tolerant toward
expatriate Christians, even donating land for the construction of church edifices.
Every Friday thousands of Christians gather to worship the God of the Bible, often
at the same time as Muslims meet for Friday prayers in their mosques. Pentecostal
churches are among the several expatriate groups of Christians in the Arabian
Peninsula. 12

Regional Survey
How transnational Pentecostals relate to the Islamic states and societies of the
Middle East can be surmised from a survey of the Pentecostal presence in selected
regions. Like all branches of Christianity in this part of the world, Pentecostal
evangelization has had to contend with the obstacles imposed by Islamic hegemony.

Maghreb (North Africa)
In terms of visible appearance, Pentecostals are few and far between in the
Maghreb, aside from Egypt. In Algeria there is only one officially recognized
Pentecostal congregation affiliated with the Assemblies of God. However, the
Pentecostal presence in Algeria might be more robust, judging from a 2006 law
establishing “conditions and regulations for the practice of non-Muslim services.”
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This law was aimed specifically at Evangelical and Pentecostal preachers who had
gained conversions among indigenous Berbers. Many of these converts remain
“secret believers.” 13
Prior to the outbreak of war in Libya in 2011, more Christians lived in Tripoli
and Benghazi than in any other city in North Africa, aside from Egypt. Since
Muammar Qaddafi’s fall in 2011, Islamist groups have harassed Christians and
forced them to convert. A small indigenous Christian community does exist.
However, most of the Christians in Libya are foreigners working in the country. A
sizeable number of the Pentecostals in Libya are migrant workers in the oilfields
from sub-Saharan African countries. 14
The Assemblies of God have a substantial presence in Egypt. These churches
continue to support the orphanage established by the pioneer Pentecostal
missionary Lillian Trasher in Asyut and a small prenatal clinic in a poor section of
Cairo. Febe Armanios reports that in the past fifty years a charismatic renewal
movement has emerged among Egypt’s Copts “especially within communication
outlets, narratives of healing and the miraculous, prayer and worship styles,
evangelization and social services. Coptic believers have been actively searching for
multiple ways to harvest the redemptory powers of the Holy Spirit and to feel
directly connected to/touched by the divine.”15 Coptic clergy and laity have turned
to charismatic Christianity, mostly couched in familiar Orthodox terminology, in
order to strengthen belief, spirituality, and communality.16

Levant (Israel, Lebanon, Jordan, Syria, and Iraq)
Pentecostals occupy a small yet vital and growing sector of the Christian space in
Israel, Lebanon, Jordan, Syria, and Iraq. Pentecostal churches in Israel include local
branches of international denominations (the Assemblies of God, the Church of
God, the Church of God of Prophecy), independent charismatic ministries
(Cornerstone, Voice of Healing, Congregation of the Lamb on Mount Zion, House
of Bread Church, Christ to the Nations), African Initiated Churches (Church of
Pentecost, Resurrection Power, Living Bread Ministries International, Beth-El
Prayer Ministry), independent local churches in the West Bank (Immanuel
Church), and Messianic churches in Israel (King of Kings Assembly). Of these
churches, the two most vital indigenous congregations are King of Kings Assembly
in Jerusalem and Immanuel Church in Bethlehem. 17
Large numbers of non-indigenous Christians, compelled by global poverty,
have migrated to Israel. Many of these workers from Eastern Europe, Asia, and
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Africa are Pentecostals. Much to the dismay of the Israeli government, a growing
number of African migrant Pentecostals have established themselves in Israel. They
found their way to Israel between the late 1980s and early 2000s, coming mostly
from Ghana, Kenya, and Nigeria. 18 The opportunity for migrant labor emerged as
a result of the first Palestinian Intifada (Uprising) in 1987–91. In response, the
Israeli government retaliated by erecting checkpoints in order to control the
movement of Palestinian workers into Israel. This resulted in a wholesale exclusion
of non-citizen Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza from working in Israel,
causing dramatic changes in the Israeli labor market. Whereas Palestinians
constituted 4.5 percent of the Israeli labor force in 1993 and migrant workers
accounted for 1.6 percent, by 2000 the proportion of Palestinians had dropped to
3.3 percent and that of migrant workers had risen to 8.7 percent. By 2003 the
number of migrant workers had increased to 10–12 percent of the labor force.
About half of the migrant workers came to Israel as documented laborers, the other
half as undocumented. The number of government permits issued to employ
overseas workers increased from 4,200 in 1990 to 9,600 in 1993 and then tenfold
to 103,000 in 1996. By 2000 the Israeli economy had become heavily dependent
on transnational workers. 19
In the same period other pathways were available for African migration to
Israel, some legal and others illegal. Large numbers of Ethiopians came to Israel
seeking asylum from political and military conflict and others came under the right
of aliyah. 20 In addition, growing streams of undocumented migrants made their
way to Israel by means of what has been termed the “tourist loophole.”21 Given
Israel’s profound archaeological, biblical, and religious significance for several world
religions, the Holy Land attracted pilgrims, some of whom extended the period of
stay allowed by their tourist visas and slipped unnoticed into the Israeli economy as
undocumented workers. This loophole facilitated the entry of tens of thousands of
migrants from West African and other countries. The African migrant workers
replaced the newly excluded low-paid, low-skilled Palestinian workers from the
West Bank and Gaza, cleaning houses and offices, serving in restaurants and hotels,
caring for children and the elderly, and performing other low-wage, physically
demanding jobs. The majority of the African migrant workers settled in the most
affordable neighborhoods of Tel Aviv, especially around the old Central Bus Station,
where they found relatively cheap housing, discount shops and food markets, good
bus transportation to all parts of the city and country, and the company of other
migrant workers, including Africans. 22
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Most African migrants to Israel joined a church made up of fellow Africans.
These churches tended to be Pentecostal and/or affiliated with the African Initiated
Christianity (AIC) movement. The Africans in Israel derived spiritual, social,
economic, and political benefits from their churches. In fact, the African churches
became the center of the lively African community in Israel. At their peak, more
than forty such congregations were meeting in the southern part of Tel Aviv.
Theologically, the African churches in Israel can be identified with all three types of
AIC churches: African-Ethiopian churches, Prophet Healing churches (also called
Spiritual or Zionist churches), and neo-Charismatic churches. Most of the Africans
interviewed by Galia Sabar in her ethnological research described their churches as
“Pentecostal.”23 The African migrant churches emphasize the power and gifts of
the Holy Spirit; the experience of the Holy Spirit in trances, healing, and
deliverance; the existence of witches and spirits; narrative theology; and the
prosperity gospel. As with Pentecostal churches worldwide, the services in these
churches provide release and a feeling of community and togetherness. The
churches functioned as an extended family in providing support for members by
means of rites of passage for marriage and death. Most African churches maintained
their connection with Africa by offering lectures and seminars on political issues in
home countries. Church leaders assumed a political role in lobbying for improved
living conditions and legal status. The churches provided not only a sense of
belonging but also practical assistance. Church members helped new arrivals find
housing and work, explained the bus routes, taught housecleaning skills, and shared
tips about wages, hours, work conditions, and how to get along with Israelis.
Finally, the vitality of the African churches in a Jewish state with a small Christian
minority augments the importance of the African churches. 24
In Lebanon there are three Assemblies of God congregations and a Muslim
Background Believers church with fifty congregations. Many of the Pentecostals in
Lebanon are migrant workers from Africa and the Philippines, some of whom are
undocumented. In her research on Ethiopian Pentecostal churches in Lebanon,
Bina Fernandez found that these churches afforded migrant female domestic
workers with a sense of support, community, and agency that functioned as a
means of resisting domination by oppressive Muslim employers. More than 5,000
people from many nationalities attend an annual festival of Pentecostal churches in
Lebanon for a weekend in March. According to Fernandez, the Pentecostal
churches have created a safe space for migrant workers, in which forms of mutual
support create a counterculture, empowering their members to navigate the
underground world of undocumented workers. 25
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In Jordan there are sixteen Assemblies of God congregations. Emphasizing
conversion and baptism of the Spirit, these congregations are concentrated in the
Amman area and are foreign-led. They operate a healthcare clinic in Amman. One
Pentecostal congregation with 100 adult members is affiliated with the Church of
God (Cleveland). This congregation is Holiness-Pentecostal, emphasizing
conversion, sanctification, and baptism of the Spirit. It is expatriate-led.26
In Syria, the only known Pentecostals are a network of house churches that
meet secretly. Prior to the American invasion of Iraq in 2003 there was a substantial
Pentecostal community in the country. However, the unintended consequences of
the invasion have been devastating for all the Christian communities and many
Pentecostals are among those who have fled from the country.27

Arabian Gulf
Many who come to the Gulf States for work as domestic workers are Pentecostals.
In Saudi Arabia they play a conduit role in connecting other domestic workers with
Pentecostal fellowships. Pentecostals have excelled at attracting expatriate workers of
Chinese, Ethiopian, Korean, Filipino, and South Asian extraction. In many
instances Saudi employers confiscate the passports and identity papers of their
domestic workers and allow them to leave the home only once a week to go to
church. In these cases, Pentecostal churches function as sanctuaries for
undocumented workers who have freelanced to escape oppressive conditions. 28
More than half of Kuwait’s population does not hold citizenship. Of these,
most are foreign workers from the Levant, South Asia, the Philippines, and
Ethiopia. Foreign workers comprise a large part of the membership of the churches
in Kuwait. Two Arab Pentecostal churches in Kuwait are known for effective
evangelism. 29 The government of Bahrain allows expatriate Christians to worship
freely as long as they do not evangelize Muslims, which is illegal. No Bahrainis
admit to being Christians, but there are a considerable number of secret believers.
Most of the Christians are expatriate workers from India, the Philippines, the
United Kingdom, and the USA. House churches are active, particularly among
Filipino expatriate workers. 30 Although no outreach to the indigenous population
is officially permitted in the United Arab Emirates, religious freedom is enjoyed by
Christian groups. The ruling families have loaned land to Christian communities
and allowed the construction of compounds for church meetings. Immigrant
workers constitute the strength of Christianity in the United Arab Emirates
(UAE). 31 Oman tolerates (and is mildly supportive of ) the religions of its foreign
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workforce. Christian proselytism of Muslims is forbidden; therefore, virtually all of
Oman’s Christian population is foreign. Since 1973, expatriates have been freely
allowed to worship according to their religious affiliations, build religious
compounds, and proselytize among other expatriates. 32 In Qatar the government
recently adopted a policy of allowing expatriate Christians to worship in public and
construct church buildings. Qataris who accept Christian faith outside of Qatar
have faced ostracism by their families when they publicly acknowledge their
conversion. There are practically no indigenous professing Christians in Qatar.
Almost all of the Christians in Qatar are expatriate workers. 33
The Yemeni constitution stipulates that proselytizing Muslims is strictly
prohibited. If a Muslim seeks information from another religion, this is considered
apostasy, punishable by death. Nonetheless, it is thought that there are some secret
believers in Yemen. The national Christians that exist are crypto-Christians.
Although churches are not officially recognized in Yemen, non-Muslims are allowed
to practice their religion under strict restrictions. Most Christians in Yemen are
migrant workers of Middle Eastern, Ethiopian, Indian, and European extraction.
An Ethiopian Cultural Center is located in Sana, where Ethiopian domestic
workers can make connections, celebrate cultural and religious occasions, and find
help with housing and work. 34 There are no known Pentecostal churches in
Yemen. 35

Conclusion
A growing number of African migrant Pentecostals have ensconced themselves in
the Maghreb, the Levant, and Arabian Peninsula, coming mostly from Ethiopia,
Ghana, Kenya, Nigeria, and the Philippines. Compelled by the pressures of
globalization, these migrants find better economic prospects as contract workers
than they could as free laborers in their home countries. Every Friday thousands of
Christians gather for worship, often at the same time as Muslims meet for Friday
prayers in their mosques. Pentecostal churches are among the fasting growing
expatriate groups of Christians in the Middle East. 36
Most African migrants affiliate with a church made up of fellow Africans. The
African migrant churches emphasize the power and gifts of the Holy Spirit; the
experience of the Holy Spirit in trances, healing, and deliverance; the existence of
witches and spirits; narrative theology; and the prosperity gospel. As with
Pentecostal churches worldwide, the services in these churches provide an
emotional release.
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African transnational Pentecostals derive spiritual, social, economic, and
political benefits from their churches. Church members help new arrivals find
housing and work, explain the bus routes, teach housecleaning skills, and share tips
about wages, hours, and work conditions. These churches function as a matrix of
the lively African community in Diaspora, affording migrant workers with support,
community, and agency, functioning as a means of resisting domination by
oppressive local employers. Pentecostal churches have created a safe space for
migrant workers, creating a counterculture of mutual support and empowering
their members to navigate the underground world of undocumented workers.
Pentecostalism in the Middle East does not share the bright prospects for
growth projected for the movement worldwide.37 The demographic status of
Pentecostalism in this region corresponds to that of other segments of Christianity.
According to the Pew Research Center, the Middle East-North Africa region is
home to less than 1 percent of the world’s Christians. Only about 4 percent of the
region’s residents are Christian. 38 Although Christianity began in this area, it now
has the lowest overall number of Christians and the smallest share of its population
that is Christian. Christians are a minority in every country. Almost half of the
Christians in the region live in either Egypt or Lebanon. Pentecostals represent a
relatively small segment of the Christian population in this region and are faced
with formidable obstacles to the growth of their movement due to the spread of
Islamic extremism. Yet we can conclude based on our findings that at the margins
of the societies of this region a growing number of people continue to encounter
the Spirit of God and experience profound transformation, evidencing the markers
of Pentecostal spirituality.
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